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Abstract 
This paper will look at how students understand the purposes of education, and how they situate the acquisition of academic 
literacy (3R) and intercultural competence (1R) in their vision of education and schooling experiences. By looking at the 
diversity among students, how the students perceive their schooling experiences and their knowledge of the multicultural social 
reality in Malaysia, this paper attempts to understand and make sense of the everyday living of the students from the point of 
view of 3R+1R. 
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1. Introduction 
What do teenage students in secondary schools think about their schooling experience? Do they feel obliged to 
attend school, or do they appreciate their opportunity to do so? Do they see the purpose of going to school as joyless 
disciplinary training they have to undergo, or do they find pleasure and happiness as schooling kids as well? How do 
they see the relational aspects of their schooling experience? This paper is a preliminary reading of the responses to 
a questionnaire given by 3,190 students in four secondary schools (named in this paper as PD, LT, MD and WP) in 
the state of Sarawak, Malaysia, during the first two weeks of May, 2010. Statistical analysis of selected questions 
from the questionnaires will be supplemented, where appropriate, with information collected during interviews and 
focus group discussions conducted with teachers and students. In each school, one to two classes in Form 4 were 
selected whereby students were further broken up into smaller groups to facilitate discussions. A focus group 
discussion was also held with those teachers who were available in each school. 
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Table 1: Background Data of Student Respondents (N=3,190) 
 
School  Descent     Forms    Total 
     1 2 3 4 5  
PD  Malay   28 31 25 17 19  120 
  Iban   13   8 10   5   5    41 
  Chinese   52 74 75 73 55  329 
  Others*     9   5   8   8   5    35 
  Total              102         118        118         103  84                      525 
LT  Malay   25 34 20 25 20  124 
Iban   17 11 15 14   8    65 
Chinese   16 31 34 34 37  152 
Orang Ulu**  13 15 16 18 10    72 
Others   11 12 13 12   5    53 
Total   82 103 98 103 80  466 
MD  Iban   106 100   72   79   83  440 
  Chinese     41     29   27   32   16  145 
  Orang Ulu    61   56   46 144 104  411 
  Others     11   14   11   20   14    70 
  Total   219 199 156 275 217             1066 
 
WP  Malay   138 123 104   77   60  502 
  Iban     72   58   70   44   40  284 
  Bidayuh     61   56   39   35   36  227 
  Others     23   34   33   16   14  120 
  Total   294 271 246 172 150              1133 
 Total for each Form  697 691 618 653 531                3190 
 
*More than 20 ethnic categories were reported in the questionnaires. In order to facilitate statistical analysis, these  
categories were further recoded into 6, namely, Malay, Chinese, Iban, Orang Ulu, Bidayuh, and Others. In this table, 
“Others” include those who did not report their descent, as well as those recoded ethnic categories in small numbers 
for the school concerned.  
**Those categorized under “Orang Ulu” include Penan, Kayan, Kelabit, Kenyah, Lun Bawang, Berawan, Kiput, 
Saban, Bisayak, Punan, Sebuk, Murut. 
 
 
This paper is primarily concerned with the perceptions and experience of secondary students on the education 
system from their point of view. It is interested in the meaning of education and schooling as understood and 
appreciated by the students. It is also interested to see whether their schooling experience has an impact on their 
knowledge of the multicultural reality of the Malaysian society, their attitude and practices in relating to people from 
other cultures and religions. 
In the Education Development Master Plan (2006-2010), six issues were listed as “strategic core concerns” (teras 
strategik): building nation-state, developing human capital, strengthening national schools, reducing educational 
gaps, enhancing the status of teaching profession, and leapfrogging the excellence of educational institutions. Of 
particular relevance to our research objectives is the first strategic core concern, i.e. the nation-building agenda. In 
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the chapter discussing it, it is mentioned that to this end, the school curriculum emphasizes the History subject and 
the teaching of culture and customs of various ethnic groups, as well as important religious beliefs of major religions 
in Malaysia. From our discussions with the teachers, the teaching of cultural practices and customs of various ethnic 
groups are done by integrating such contents into different subjects such as the teaching of English, Malay or even 
Home Economics. Co-curriculum activities are also seen as important in fostering attitude and values which 
promote national unity (Malaysian Education Ministry 2006:45). In 2005, a new subject, Civics and Citizenship 
Education (herein abbreviated simply as Civics) are introduced in Standard 4-6 of primary schools and throughout 
secondary schools. It is meant to “instill awareness among the students regarding their rights and responsibilities in a 
multiethnic society and the importance of patriotism as well as interethnic peace and harmony” (Malaysian 
Education Ministry 2006:43).  
The objective of this research project does not aim to investigate directly or in any comprehensive way the 
effectiveness of the teaching and learning of these subject matters, but to see how the students perceive them among 
the various subjects to be learnt and in the context of their understanding of the objectives of education. Hence in an 
attempt to give an overview of their understanding of schooling experience, the starting point here is the overall 
perception and experience of these youngsters.  
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2. Background data of the student respondents 
The peculiarity of the Sarawakian context when compared with West Malaysia is the far greater ethnic and 
religious mix of the people. The typical Malay-Chinese-Indian ethnic categorization is rendered inapplicable, as 
could be seen in Table 1. Table 1 indicates some of the background data of the student respondents. Iban student 
respondents constitute the largest ethnic category (830, 26%), followed by Malay (780, 24.5%), Chinese (652, 
20.4%), Orang Ulu (503, 15.8%) and Bidayuh (267, 8.4%). The religious affiliations of the students, in descending 
order of proportion, are Christianity (57.4%), Islam (30.0%) and Buddhism or Taoism (11.9%) (cf. Table 2). 
 
Table 2: Religious Affiliations of the Student Respondents 
 
 
School       PD   LT     MD     WP  Total 
  
 Religion  Islam   129 176     56   582    943 
   Christianity  162 205   911   530  1808 
   Buddhism/Taoism 220   76     71       9    376 
   Others       2     3       8     10      23 
 Total     513 460 1046 1131  3150 
 
 
3. Perception of schooling experience 
 
In our questionnaire, we asked the students whether they benefitted from going to school (question 24), as well as 
to name a subject they like (question 16(i)) and dislike (question 16(ii)) respectively. They were also asked to give 
the reasons for their choices. The top four most popular subjects, in descending order, are: Mathematics (744 
responses, 24.6%), the Malay language (527 responses or 17.4%), History and English language (11.4% and 11.0% 
respectively). Interestingly, most of these subjects are also among the most hated subjects by other students. The 
four most disliked subjects, in descending order, are: Mathematics (493 responses, 18.7%), History (460 responses, 
17.5%), English language and Science (14.1 and 11.6% respectively). 213 respondents (6.7%) did not answer 
question 16(i) and 608 respondents (19.1%) did not answer question 16(ii). 
 
Table 3: Top 4 Most Unpopular Subjects by School 
 
 School   PD* LT MT WP**  Total/ 
         Means of percentage 
 History   119 132 140 69  460 
    26.9% 33.6% 15%   8.5%  21% 
 Mathematics  85 60 158 190  493 
    19.2% 15.3% 16.9% 23.4%  18.7%      
 English Language 13 63 207 87  370 
    2.9% 16% 22.1% 10.7%  12.9%   
 Science   46 39 149 72  306 
    10.4% 9.9% 15.9% 8.9%  11.3%     
 Others   40.6% 25.2% 30.1% 48.5% 
 Total   442 393 936 811  2,582 
    100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  100.0% 
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* For School PD, Malay Language ranks third in its unpopularity (76, 17.2%) followed by Science and 
then English. 
**For School WP, Domestic Economy ranks second in its unpopularity (118, 14.5%), followed by English 
language and Science. 
 
Given the fact that schools PD and LT are only half the size of MD and WP, the views of student respondents 
from the first two schools carry only half the weight of the latter if we only take note of the overall aggregated 
figures. We are also interested to check as to whether the subject choices of students were specific to certain 
schools, as there is a possibility that the dis/like for a subject is attributable to specific subject teachers, or other 
factors specific to the school. When the choice of subject is cross-tabulated by school, we rank the popularity of the 
subjects based on the means of the percentage of students in the four schools choosing the same subjects. While the 
popularity of other subjects remains more or less within the range (<1%) as compared with the aggregate 
percentage, the one subject which stands out is History. Assessed based on the means of percentage of student 
respondents of each school who name the subject they like most, History would have been less popular than English 
(11.6%), taking the fourth place (9.75%) instead of the third. History ranked in this way also tops the list of most 
unpopular subjects before Mathematics (18.7%), with 21% of the student who responded naming it as the least liked 
subject in school. 
When the choice of un/popular subjects are listed according to the Grade/Form attended by the student, an 
interesting trend is also observed for the History subject. It appears that the History subject gets more unpopular the 
higher the Form of the student respondents are (cf. Table 4). Among Form One student respondents, it is the seventh 
most unpopular subject, but it rises to top unpopular subjects reported by Form 5 students. The students do not 
always explain their responses, even if asked to. Reasons cited among those who responded are bad teaching, cannot 
understand, difficult to memorize. 
During our field trip conversations with a couple of teachers teaching the History subject, one of them shared that 
the students asked her why they needed to learn History, which was already something in the past. Some of these 
students who do not master well the Malay language also found it hard to learn History, which required them to 
remember a lot of facts and vocabulary. The students were however more interested in recent history such as the 
independence history, which seemed more relevant to them. Another History teacher mentioned that certain topics 
in the History syllabus such as stories of the Malay kingdoms, the history of the education policy in Malaysia as 
well as the Form 4 textbook about the civilizations were among the more unpopular subjects with her students. 
Notable also is the lukewarm reaction towards the Civics and Moral Education classes, whereby less than 5% 
respondents expressed an opinion on them. The frequency of citation for Civics is only notable among Form 1 
students which made it the fifth most unpopular subjects among them (cf. footnote* of Table 4). 
 
Table 4: Top 4 Least Popular Subjects by Student Respondents by Form 
 
       Form    Total 
     1* 2 3** 4 5 
  Mathematics  73 126 126 70 98  493 
Subject    13.3% 23.8% 22.8% 12.8% 21.7%  18.7%  
Disliked History   40 85 88 116 131  460 
Most     7.3% 16.1% 15.9% 21.1% 29.0%  17.5% 
By   English Language  98 70 50 78 74  370 
Students    17.8% 13.2% 9.0% 14.2% 16.4%  14.1%  
  Science   67 64 66 58 51  306 
     12.2% 12.1% 11.9% 10.6% 11.3%  11.6%  
  Others   49.4% 34.8% 40.4% 41.3% 21.6%  38.1% 
  Total   550 529 553 549 452  2633  
     100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  100.0% 
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* For Form 1, subjects in descending order of unpopularity are: English > Geography (74) > Mathematics > Science 
> Civics (50) > Malay language (41) > History. 
** Geography ranks fourth (54) as the least popular subject among Form 3 students, followed by English. 
 
In question 24 of the questionnaire, the students were asked as to whether they benefitted from going to school. 
801 (25.1%) of the student respondents did not respond, while some of them gave both positive and negative aspects 
of schooling. Among those who responded in the positive, three types of responses are the most popular: to learn 
and gain knowledge, to make friends and learn about other cultures, to achieve career success (cf. Table 5). Some of 
the responses could be categorized under “human development” aspects of education, such as: to learn to be 
independent, mature, responsible, disciplined, to overcome weaknesses, to become a good/useful person, to gain 
experience. 
 
Table 5.Benefits of Going to School* 
 
 
Benefits of Schooling         Frequency 
To obtain Knowledge  1796 
To have many Friends    453 
To achieve Career Success   360 
Human Development      94 
Total    2703 
* Many respondents gave more than one benefit  
 
The pattern of responses to question 24 is confirmed by responses to question 21, whereby the students were 
asked to tick among eight listed factors as their motivation to attend school (cf. Table 6 below). “To learn” received 
the most approval, followed by “friends” and then “subject matter” and “extra-curricular activities.  
It is perhaps a point to ponder as to why there is a substantial difference in the number of students affirming the 
role of making friends in school in their respective responses to questions 24 and 21 above. While 2,325 students 
affirm that “having friends” is an encouragement for them to go to school (question 21), only 453 of them 
volunteered the response of “making friends” as part of the benefits of them going to school (question 24). Perhaps 
they did not see relating to others as an integral dimension of education. Similarly, the “human development” type 
of responses are also very much in the minority in number. By contrast, 56.3% of all the respondents proposed 
without any prompting that gaining knowledge is the benefit of going to school. 
 
 
Table 6: Motivation to go to school  
 
Motivations to Attend School  Frequency Percentage (%) 
                       _______________________________________________________________  
To learn    2596  81.4 
Friends    2325  72.9 
Subject Matter    2107  66.1 
Extra-Curricular Activities  1986  62.3 
Teacher    1764  55.3 
Examinations    1579  49.5 
To get out of House     637  20.0 
Just to Kill Time     230    7.2 
                       ________________________________________________________________ 
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Though not listed among the eight motivations to attend school, family or parents is also cited by 111 students as 
their motivation to attend school, either in the sense of wanting to repay their love and upbringing or to improve 
their standard of living. The importance of family support is also indicated by the responses to question 25: 77.7% 
(2,479) of the students affirmed that their parents were supportive of them going to school. 
Question 22 asked the students to tick any among eight listed factors that they dislike about school. The majority 
of the students (2,152, 67.5%) admitted “punishment” as what they dislike regarding school, while 34.5% (1,102) of 
them profess their dislike for “homework”. Less than 20% of the student respondents acknowledged other listed 
factors, such as teacher, subject matter, friends, obliged to learn, and extra-curricular activities. Among some of the 
other reasons cited for their dislike of school includes bullying or disturbance by classmates, feeling bored or did not 
understand what is being taught, gangsterism, disciplinary problems, teacher giving too much pressure or bad-
tempered or perceived to be unreasonable, overly strict school rules, and criticisms. 
When the schooling motivations are cross-tabulated against schools, school PD stands out as the school which is 
relatively the least forthcoming (consistently below average values) in affirming the various motivations. In 
particular, contrary to the patterns in other schools, those in school PD who affirmed that teacher is their motivating 
factor to come to school are actually in the minority (46.9%), so is the examination (47.4%), even though the rate of 
affirmation of examination as the schooling motivation is even lower in school WP (38.4%) – perhaps more of the 
students in these two schools are responding truthfully (!?). Another possible explanation to this may be the fact that 
school PD is actually notorious as a “gangster school”, or at least used to be, as we were made to understand by a 
local informant. 
How to understand the fact that “teacher” ranks the fifth among the motivations to go to school, just before the 
“examinations”? When compared with responses to question 22, which asked them about what they dislike about 
their school, only 14.2% of the respondents ticked “teacher” as the factors among which they dislike school. This 
appears to indicate that for a slight majority of the students (55.3%), teachers’ role in encouraging their attendance 
of school is important, while a small minority of students dislike schooling because of their teachers. 
 
4. Inter-cultural competence of the students 
 
Some 82.9% of the student respondents agreed that schooling enabled them to make many friends (question 14). 
The same proportion of them responded that they have friends from other ethnic groups (question 12). When asked 
how many friends from other ethnic groups they have, their responses vary, ranging from those who have one to five 
friends to those who claimed to have fifty or even “1000”, or “2999” (!). 55.3% of those who responded to the 
question professed to have more than 10 friends from other ethnic groups (cf. Table 7 below).  
3,553 (80%) of them said that they feel at ease in relating to those coming from different cultures and religions 
(question 13.4). There is apparently no correlation between their feeling of ease with which to relate to people from 
other cultures and religions and their number of friends from cultures and religions other than their own, as indicated 
in Table 8 below: whether those with 5 or less friends from other religions and cultures or those with 51 or more, 
more than 77% of them in all categories claimed to feel at ease with people from other cultures and religions. 
Based on their responses, their attitude towards other cultures and religions appears to be generally positive. 
More than 80% of the respondents responded that they want to know and respect all cultures and religions, and that 
they accept cultural and religious differences. Only less than 8% state that they do not want to know about other 
cultures and religions. 
Table 7: Number of Friends from other ethnic groups 
                         ____________________________________________________________ 
Number of friends  Frequency  Percentage (%) 
                             _____________________________________________________________ 
1-5    570   21.9 
6-10    593   22.8 
11-20   431   16.6 
21-50   706   27.1 
> 51    301   11.6 
Total    2601   100 
                            ______________________________________________________________ 
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Table 8: Number of Friends and Admission of Ease to Relate with People from other Cultures and Religions 
 
 
“I feel at ease to mix with People Number of Friends from other Cultures and Religions 
from different Cultures and Religions” 1-5 6-10 11-20 21-50 51 or more  Total 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Very much agree   232 266 173 349 168   1188 
     41.4% 45.2% 40.1% 49.5% 56.2%   46.0% 
Agree    202 240 202 270 108   1022 
     36.0% 40.8% 46.9% 38.3% 36.1%   39.6% 
Somehow Disagree   98 62 47 64 16   287 
     17.5% 10.5% 10.9% 9.1% 5.4%   11.1% 
Disagree    21 15 6 12 2   56 
     3.7% 2.6% 1.4% 1.7% 0.7%   2.2% 
Very much Disagree   8 5 3 10 5   31 
     1.4% 0.9% 0.7% 1.4% 1.7%   1.2% 
Total     561 588 431 705 299   2584 
     100% 100% 100% 100% 100%   100% 
 
 
Focus group discussions with selected students appear to indicate that the students were aware of sensitivity 
needed in dealing with friends or classmates of different ethnic and religious affiliations. One Chinese student 
happened to share that his previous birthday celebration did not have any non-Chinese invitees. When asked why, he 
explained that at that time, he did not have any close friends who are non-Chinese. However, he also shared that if 
he threw a birthday party in the near future, he would also invite his new non-Chinese friends. When asked whether 
he would prepare his food differently if he has Muslim guests, he replied that he would need to buy new cooking 
utensils, or get halal catering services. In a different school, the students in focus group discussions told us that they 
usually have gatherings and celebrations with their friends in the restaurant, due to the issue of halal-ness of food. In 
the context of discussing the necessary attention on food preparation when inviting Muslim friends to house, I asked 
the Muslim students in the group as to whether they would go to their non-Muslim friends’ house for gathering if 
they are invited. They responded in the positive without hesitation. 
In order to assess their cultural knowledge of Malaysia, students were asked to list 12 ethnic groups (Kaum-
kaum) that exist in Malaysia (question 9). Due to technical problems, the responses are yet to be evaluated 
comprehensively. Nonetheless, preliminary indications suggest an acceptable range of knowledge of the existence of 
a variety of ethnic groups. Slightly more than 90% of the respondents are able to give names of at least six ethnic 
groups in Malaysia. More than two-thirds of them ventured to give at least names of 10 ethnic groups. There are of 
course mistakes among the answers given, such as confusing religion with ethnicity, or the listing of foreigners 
present in Malaysia, but such number is relatively small. The top eight most popularly known ethnic groups are as 
follows: Iban (3022) > Chinese (2990) > Malay (2922) > Bidayuh (2480) > Indian (2479) > Kadazan or Kadazan 
Dusun (2131) > Melanau (1940) > Kelabit (1810). 
When asked where they learnt about those ethnic groups as mentioned by them (question 10), the most popular 
answer is the school (80.1%), followed by their friends (65.7%), and then from the television (52.6%) and their 
family (50.3%). There appears to be a consensus among the majority of the student respondents (76.4%) that their 
school helped to foster interethnic understanding and spirit of unity among multiethnic student population (question 
31). 
When asked to name three subject matters which help the students understand people from other ethnic and 
religious origins (question 17), Civics emerges as the most popular choice (1879, 58.9%), followed by History 
(1855, 58.2%), Moral Education (1574, 49.3%), and Malay (1462, 45.8%). The students were also asked specifically 
as to whether History lessons help them to understand the origins and backgrounds of various ethnic groups, to 
which 84.1% of them responded in the positive. 
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While there is nothing surprising about the pattern of these responses, the nagging question confronted by the 
educators on the ground is the challenge of making behavioral subject matters such as moral education and civics 
interesting to the students. The various attempts of the Education Ministry to teach Civics to the students have 
yielded little success. Civics used to be taught until early 1980s, but the reception of both teachers and students was 
found to be unsatisfactory, due to the fact that it was not a subject of examination. It was then scrapped and 
integrated into the teaching of History in the new curriculum introduced in 1983. The new approach nonetheless 
suffered the same fate. In a survey done with 150 Form 5 students, more than 90% of the respondents did not think 
that their History teacher emphasized citizenship values in their teachings, neither did they find their History lessons 
helpful in learning about citizenship (Anuar 2004). In order to address this challenge, educators have recommended 
“active and interactive approaches” (Chang 2005) to teach Civics. Unfortunately, our feedbacks from the ground are 
not too optimistic. 
What emerged from focus group discussions with some teachers, as we have known already, is the fact that 
subject matters such as Civics and Moral Education which are not evaluated during public examinations are often 
given a low priority both by the teachers as well as by the students. During a focus group discussion, the students 
also expressed their unanimous dislike for Moral Education lessons, complaining that they were boring as the 
students were asked to memorize the lessons in exact wordings, which appeared rather meaningless to them. They 
also complaint that their teacher assigned irrelevant activities such as sweeping the floor, as practices of their Civics 
lessons! A senior teacher shared that she would like to give feedbacks to the education ministry so as to improve 
how moral lessons could be taught, but she did not find any appropriate platform or channel to do so. On the other 
hand, a new Malay teacher from Kelantan actually had a good experience during her first six months’ stint in the 
same school. She praised the harmonious interethnic relations in the school when compared with the situations she 
experienced in West Malaysia. She shared how she used story-telling methodology and activities to make her Civics 
lessons interesting to the students. 
 
5. Social distance among ethnic groups 
 
The opinion of students on the question of interethnic marriage was sought (question 15) in order to assess social 
distances among the different ethnic groups. It appears that religion is an important facilitating factor for 
intermarriage. The Muslim natives and Melanau (a high proportion of which are Muslims) have a higher tendency to 
intermarry with the Malays (81.5% and 68.4% respectively). Between 26 to 49% of the Iban, Bidayuh, Orang Ulu 
and Chinese respondents stated that they “very much disagree” to marry a Malay. About 45% of the mostly 
Christian Ibans, Orang Ulu and Bidayuh student respondents are agreeable to marrying a Chinese spouse. In fact, 
41.8% of Melanau respondents are also agreeable to the idea of marrying Chinese. 
Nonetheless, religious barrier is not completely impermeable. One out of four Iban among the respondents are 
also open to marrying the Malays, whereas the proportion of Orang Ulu and Bidayuh agreeable to doing so is less 
(17.5% and 21.4% respectively). 57.9% of the Malays are open to the idea of marrying non-Malay natives, who are 
not necessarily Muslims, and 31.9% of them do not object to marrying the Chinese as well. 
The cultural wall of the Chinese respondents appears to be the thickest. 44.4% of them are open to marrying a 
foreigner while 28.2% would marry a non-Malay native. Only 12.5% of them are agreeable to marrying a Malay.  
 
6. Conclusions 
 
The majority of the students appear to understand the aim of going to school as seeking knowledge and passing 
their examinations. A sizeable proportion of them also understood passing the examinations and getting the 
academic qualifications as a means of social mobility. Having good friends is nonetheless an important motivation 
for a substantial proportion of the students to come to school, even if many of them don’t seem to consciously 
perceive such as one of the benefits of coming to school. 
Learning-wise, there appears to be a challenge to cater to the variety of needs and academic inclinations of the 
students. As could be seen in section 3, the subjects well liked by a group of students may be those hated most by 
another. What did not emerge in these numbers, however, is the sense of hopelessness of some of those weakest 
students, who even told us directly that they expected to fail their final public examinations. In effect, we were 
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surprised that they could not even understand the questionnaire properly due to their weak linguistic standard in 
Malay.  
Talking to the teachers and school principals, we understood that they were under the pressure to “perform”, the 
yardstick of which is unfortunately heavily biased towards the examination results. A teacher shared that when she 
realized that many of her students in the weakest class of Form 5 do not even know how to read the Malay language 
correctly, and she wanted to disregard the syllabus to be finished and teach them instead to just understand and learn 
the language. She was disallowed by the principal to do so, who told her that the syllabus as defined by the 
education ministry should be taught as instructed. 
From our analysis, the success of the teaching of curriculum with nation-building contents and intents appears to 
be at best mitigated in these schools, as could be seen from the negative appreciation of specific subjects such as 
History, Civics and Moral Education by the students. Against such odds, the majority of the students emerged as 
sensible teenagers who are generally positive and respectful in their attitude towards other ethnic groups and 
religions, if not at least to know what they should be doing as indicated by them giving “the right answers”. In an 
irony of sorts, 80% of them said that they learnt about the variety of ethnic groups in Malaysia from school, the most 
popular source among others. On the other hand, knowledge does not appear to have a direct or linear relationship 
with practice, as we have seen in the results of Table 8. 
While there is no denial of the existence of social distance among the different ethnic groups, this does not appear 
to be a cause of interethnic strife or contentions in the public sphere. We have come across a number of West 
Malaysian Malay teachers who shared their admiration for the cordial and harmonious interethnic relations in 
Sarawak which they testified are a world of difference from West Malaysia as they experienced. In other words, the 
less than successful state efforts to instill citizenship values and interethnic understanding in classrooms do not seem 
to have a negative impact on the cordial interethnic relations in the public sphere in Sarawak.  
This exploratory study has unraveled more questions than we could answer, and brought us back to ponder on the 
fundamental question on the sources of interethnic conflicts and tension: is it the failure of civic education, or does 
the problem lie somewhere else? Secondly, if there is indeed a role, be it limited, schooling can play in fostering 
good interethnic relations, what is it, and how can it be effectively executed? 
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